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The purpose of this research is to explore the experience of NCAA Division I Black 
female senior-level administrators, the microaggressions they encounter in the work place and 
the coping strategies that are developed to maintain mental, physical and emotional well-being. 
Seven participants were interviewed to reach themes for exploring racial microaggressions, the 
reactions and process of these racial microaggressions and coping strategies. Four themes of 
racial microaggressions were revealed: environmental manifestations, external interactions, 
stereotypes of Black women and exclusion. The experience of racial microaggressions solicited 
various reactions and consequences that impacted their careers. There were six themes of coping 
strategies that were recognized during the interviews: religion and spirituality, armoring, self-
care, shifting, community and champions and mentorship. This research provides a unique 
contribution to the field by providing insight into the nuances of racial microaggressions in 
college athletics and distinctive ways in which Black senior-level administrators respond to these 
frequent interactions. The participants shared examples of environmental racial microaggressions 
and as well as individual racial slights experienced throughout their career. The most prominent 
impact was to react by educating others. This study highlights the need for athletic directors and 
presidents to foster inclusive athletic departments that provide opportunity for employees to 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
When research has been done on Black women, they are generally grouped together with 
either women as one category or race as another (Bruening, 2005), rarely commanding their own 
category. Due to the intersectionality of gender and race, this makes it difficult to understand the 
experience of black females in collegiate athletics. “This skewed research lens has made it 
difficult to view ‘non-White’ and ‘woman’ as an area of convergence that is worthy of study” 
(Borland & Bruening, 2010, p. 407). 
According to the NCAA Demographics Database (2018), black females make up 2.1% of 
Athletic Directors, 4% of Associate Athletic Director’s, 4% of Assistant Athletic Directors, 2.1% 
of Head Coaches and 4% of Assistant Coaches across all Divisions. The lack of representation of 
Black women in athletic administration leads to a deeper issue in college athletics. The visibility 
of Black women is needed for role models and mentors for the younger generation of future 
athletic administrators (Houzer, 1974; Walker & Melton 2015). Abney (1988), made a similar 
argument when she found that the lack of mentors and role models made it difficult for future 
generations to see a career in athletic administration as attainable.   
The absence of Black women in athletic departments stems from athletic directors hiring 
Black women to be able to check off a box for diversity in order to have a reputation of equity 
(Borland & Bruening, 2010). “Unless a mentor approaches them or they approach a mentor, 
these women are apt to feel cut off in athletic departments…because they are sometimes the only 
Black woman” (Borland & Bruening, 2010, p. 414). Instead of hiring Black females just for the 
sake of equity, an increase in female representation is needed because of what they can 
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contribute to athletic departments in the form of traits that are more characteristic of Black 
female athletes such as new creative styles, different perspectives and skills that can reach to 
more student-athletes (Wright, Eagleman, & Pedersen, 2011).  
Statement of Purpose 
The purpose of this research is to explore the experience of NCAA Division I Black 
female senior-level administrators, the microaggressions they encounter in the work place and 
the coping strategies that are developed to maintain mental, physical and emotional well-being.  
Research Questions 
This research will be guided by four research questions:  
RQ 1. What are participants’ experiences of racial microaggressions and barriers in the 
workplace?  
RQ 2. How can or do these barriers impede Black women in pursuing leadership positions?  
RQ 3. What coping strategies do they use to deal with experiences of racial microaggressions in 
the workplace?  
RQ 4. From the perspective of Black women in athletics, how can these racial microaggressions 
and barriers be addressed? 
Definition of Terms 
1. Senior level administrators: an employee of the athletic department at a NCAA Division I 
institution with the job title including: Athletic Director, Executive Associate Athletic 
Director, Senior Associate Athletic Director and Associate Athletic Director.  
2. Racial microaggressions: A common and frequently expressed form of aversive racism 
— “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, 
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 
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racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007, p. 
273). 
Significance of Study 
Although there has been growth in the presence of Black females in collegiate athletic 
departments, there continues to be a lack of representation at the senior level. At predominately 
white institutions (PWI’s), there are only a handful of Black women within their department – 
creating difficulty to be build meaningful relationships, to grow professionally and to be 
perceived as a qualified, competent administrator (Carrington & Troske, 1998; NCAA, 2018). 
These women experience overt and covert microaggressions daily and find various coping 
strategies, so they can be evaluated by other characteristics outside of their race and gender.  
This research aims to allow Black senior level administrators to tell their stories and drive 
their own narrative – to assess how exclusion, stereotypes and other factors within the 
environment of college athletics builds a ceiling for Black females. It is vital to understand Black 
female administrators’ experience to provide opportunity that will specifically help them 
professionally develop and improve intercollegiate athletics as a whole. If an athletic department 
can consider the barriers, limitations and the nuances of this group’s wholistic experience, they 
can adapt their culture, operations and relationships – increasing job satisfaction, retention rate 
and organization innovation (Walker & Melton, 2015). In terms of hiring, promoting and 
appointing to committees, every department within college athletics can benefit from this 
knowledge as well as conference offices, professional development organizations such as 
Women Leaders in College Sports (WLCS) and national governing bodies such as, NCAA and 








CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
Need for Black Female Leaders 
  
 Throughout the workforce in America, Black women are not always accounted for. There 
is constant push to be diverse and inclusive, and in doing so companies and organizations will 
look to White women or Black men as a way to fill those gaps. This leads to Black women 
slipping through the cracks, giving little opportunity to succeed and join the exclusive circle that 
is corporate organizational leadership. As they rise up in the ranks, Black women are exposed to 
more and more scrutiny for the way they speak, dress and act. Research has shown that there are 
many factors that go into the lack of representation of Black women senior leaders in corporate 
America and how that manifests in their experience (Holder et. al, 2015). 
Black Women in Corporate America 
 
Holder, Jackson and Ponterotto Study 
 
 In 2015 Aisha M. B. Holder, Margo A. Jackson, and Joseph G. Ponterotto examined the 
experiences of Black women managers in corporate American positions with racial 
microaggressions in the workplace and their coping strategies. They conducted 10 semi-
structured interviews with Black women who had worked as senior-level corporate professionals, 
acknowledged that subtle racism exists in contemporary U.S. society, and had personal 
experiences of racism in the workplace. The participants worked in various industries, such as, 
apparel, beauty, financial services, media and pharmaceuticals. All had at least a bachelor’s 
degree and the highest degree earned was Juris Doctor. This study used phenomenological 
qualitative methods with the purpose of deriving a genuine, in-depth understanding of 
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experiences of racial microaggressions and coping strategies of senior level Black women in 
corporate America (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015).  
Before the interviews were conducted, the participants completed a brief demographic 
questionnaire. The semi-structure interview process was guided by two research questions: 1) 
What are participants’ experiences of racial microaggressions in the workplace? 2) What coping 
strategies do they use to deal with experiences of racial microaggressions in the workplace? 
Holder et al. (2015) protocol prompts were reshaped throughout the data collection process 
relevant to participants’ responses. They identified all significant and applicable statements about 
how the participants experienced the topic and were grouped into themes that provided clear, 
concise images and descriptions of what participants experienced with racial microaggressions in 
the workplace and coping strategies (Holder et al., 2015). Holder et al. (2015) used an 
organizational framework (see Figure 1) to exemplify the connection between racial 
microaggressions, processes, and coping strategies. Their results produced descriptions and 
examples of each phase of the organizational framework and each theme established from the 
framework. 
The results generated five racial microaggression themes. Environmental 
Manifestations: a common environmental manifestation of racial microaggressions in the 
workplace was lack of representation of Black women and other minorities in senior level 
corporate roles in corporate organizations, when diversity was not an integral part of a 
company’s brand and strategy or ethnic markets, and tokenism (Holder et al., 2015). Stereotypes 
of Black Women: several participants experience racial microaggressions related to stereotypes 
by receiving negative messages and expectations about their overall competence and intellect 
from interactions with colleagues in the workplace, and questioning the authority of Black 
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women despite their holding of senior positions in their companies (Holder et al., 2015).  
Assumed Universality of the Black Experience: participants shared experiences in which their 
colleagues in the workplace assumed that Black people were a uniform racial group who had the 
same experiences, opinions, and interests because they were of the same race (Holder et al., 
2015).  Invisibility: the participants also disclosed that despite being the most senior person in a 
group, they often experienced being ignored by colleagues, feeling invisible (Holder et al., 
2015). Exclusion: Holder et al. (2015) found examples of exclusion in the workplace that the 
participants were experiencing, such as not being invited to social gatherings and work-related 
meetings consequently not being afforded significant career opportunities as other counterparts 
in the group. 
Holder et al. (2015) identified six themes of coping strategies. Religion and Spirituality: 
prayer and meditation were noted as key practices for coping with racial microaggressions. This 
coping strategy provided a sense of empowerment, protection, forgiving perpetrators, and 
allowed participants to put racial microaggressions into perspective that is manageable (Holder et 
al., 2015).  Armoring: their participants gave examples of adaptive protective mechanisms and 
internal validation mechanisms that were used to cope with racial microaggressions in the 
workplace. Having pride in self, family, and culture were crucial for participants to function in 
corporate America. (Holder et al., 2015).  Shifting is a strategic adaptive response to racial and 
gender microaggressions – Black women shift their perspective, physical appearance, speech, 
and attire to counter images of negative stereotypes in the workplace (Allison, 2010; Holder, 
Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015). Support Network: a support network operated as a source for 
advice in the coping process. Participants shared the value in having a group of trusted 
supporters who could provide strategic guidance for addressing racial microaggressions in the 
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workplace. With so few Black women in the same position as the participants, a network 
presented an opportunity for finding other Black women and women of color who were also in 
senior level positions in corporate America (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015). Sponsorship 
and Mentoring: having champions and mentors helped the participants feel empowered and 
validated their presence in the workplace, including their experience with racial 
microaggressions. Mentorship provided an opportunity for emerging Black female leaders to 
receive guidance from more senior Black women on what could hinder the progression of their 
career (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015). Self-Care: engaging in physical exercise, going on 
vacation, and spending time with loved ones are all self-care strategies participants used to 
decompress and alleviate stress from the racial microaggressions in the workplace. However, 
therapy was seen as a last resort in coping mechanisms (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015). 
 Additionally, there were three more themes found in the process between experiencing 
microaggressions and coping strategies used. Perception of Racial Microaggressions: when 
faced with racial microaggression incidents in the workplace, the participants experienced the 
process of questioning their perceptions and identifying the covert racism (Holder, Jackson, & 
Ponterotto, 2015). Reactions to Racial Microaggressions: addressing the perpetrator in a 
subtler manner, implying that the participant was aware of their microaggressive actions, while 
trying to not appear as someone who complains in the workplace (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 
2015). Consequences and Impact of Racial Microaggressions: Holder et al.’s (2015) 
participants expressed the incredible amount of burden and pressure they took on to be 
absolutely perfect at work to counteract any negative stereotypes and perceptions of Black 
women. The emotional impact of these racial microaggressions results in guilt, embarrassment 
and loss of self-esteem (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015). 
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Although there has been research on the implications of racial microaggressions on Black 
women in corporate America, there lacks information specifically in the space of college 
athletics. It is a unique space in which it does not always mirror corporate America. This 
research will reflect the Holder et al. study to explore the experience of racial microaggressions 
that are fostered within college athletics, and what coping strategies Black women in senior-level 
positions have used to combat the negative impact of their mental health and their careers. 
Intersectionality 
Black Women’s Perceived Identity and Implications 
 
The stressors that Black women experience are vastly different from those of White 
women, White men and Black men (Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003). These stressors are a result 
of their intersectionality and reflect their experiences in history, their place in society and their 
sociocultural status. Intersectionality can be described as, “the crossing of multiple forms of 
oppression (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, class, and sexuality), hence producing distinct sets of 
perspectives and consequences among individuals” (Walker & Melton, 2015, p. 258).  A chronic 
stressor for black women is race and gender discrimination in the workplace (Jones & Shorter-
Gooden, 2003), resulting in one of the main factors of underrepresentation of black women in 
corporate America management (Reynolds-Dobbs, Thomas, & Harrison, 2008). This racism is 
manifested through indirect and ambiguous microaggressions. Racial microaggressions are 
described as, “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and environmental indignities, 
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial 
slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al., 2007, p. 273). These actions can 
have a serious psychological impact over a long period of time (Franklin, 1999). 
Due to the intersection of Black women’s identities being discriminated by race and 
gender, they may experience the risk of the decline of their careers (Bagati, 2008). Even though 
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Black women have been the largest female minority to receive educational degrees (Reynolds-
Dobbs, Thomas, & Harrison, 2008), companies are reluctant to appoint Black women to 
positions of power or visibility because of the perception that they lack the skill, leadership 
capability, experience and drive to compete successfully in the senior-level positions (Bell, 2004; 
Hall, Everett, & Hamilton-Mason, 2012). Black women’s struggle to belong and strive within the 
workplace create “conditions of visibility”. These conditions “dictate and distort how 
marginalized employees are perceived, evaluated, and relegated…that is, reinforced through 
hierarchies that systematically normalize Whiteness and maleness in organizations” (McCluney 
& Rabelo, 2019, p. 144). In addition to these stereotypes and perceptions Black women are 
facing, people are more likely to hire someone of a similar race (Carrington & Troske, 1998 
Cunningham & Sagas, 2005; Stoll, Raphael, & Holzer, 2004). White women typically refer to 
their barriers to career success as a “glass ceiling,” while the opportunities for Black women 
come far and few between – encountering an unbreakable or “concrete” ceiling (Ray & Davis, 
1988). 
Race-based stereotypes can negatively impact Black women's careers and their 
relationship with their colleagues (Carrington & Troske, 1998). Considering the intersection of 
race and gender, Black women have had negative stereotypes associated with them for years, 
such as Mammy, the self-sacrificing, or supportive woman (Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 
2015; Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008). Additionally, in the workplace they are stereotyped as 
hostile and aggressive, and intellectually inferior (Sue et al., 2009; Torres, Driscoll, & Burrow, 
2010). This hinders their credibility and attaches qualities to their character that will prevent 
them rising to senior-level positions. African Americans have noted having to repeatedly prove 
their competence to their colleagues (Sue et al., 2009; Torres et al., 2010). In college athletic 
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departments, Black women are mainly seen in subordinate positions and have been told how to 
act and in turn shapes their reality (Stratta, 1995). Bruening (2010) found that there is a 
perception that most Black women coaches are only suited for certain positions, such as the 
“designated recruiter” as opposed to a coach that has the ability to take on multiple tasks. These 
perceptions about Black women’s identity and the continuous microaggressions they experience 
have led coaches to shift their behavior live doubles lives (Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; 
Borland & Bruening, 2010). They feel the need to emphasize other characteristics about 
themselves (i.e. intelligence, competence, work ethic, etc.) to get a voice at the table or even 
distract co-workers from their race. 
In response to microaggressions in the workplace, Black women use coping strategies to 
protect themselves against discrimination, humiliation and frustration (Franklin & Boyd-
Franklin, 2000a). African Americans have used their network of people who are able to validate 
the existence of microaggressions and support in lifting up one's self-esteem (Franklin & Boyd-
Franklin, 2000b). Additionally, sanity checks are also used as a mechanism to minimize the 
negative mental impact while seeking out other African Americans to check their perception of 
discrimination experiences. Self-empowerment is another behavior demonstrated by African 
Americans in the workplace as a response to racial microaggressions by resisting the messages 
and placing blame on the person at fault instead of internalizing the negative actions (Franklin & 
Boyd-Franklin, 2000b). Armoring is a coping mechanism in learning how to deal with racial 
oppression by learning to adapt to the attitudes and behaviors of the workplace culture in order to 
promote a sense of worth and ability (Bell & Nkomo, 1998). Faulkner (1983) described the 
concept of armoring as “specific behavioral and cognitive skills used by Blacks and other people 
 11 
of color to promote self-caring during direct encounters with racist experiences and/or racist 
ideologies” (p. 196). 
 When ascending into leadership positions within in a predominately white space, such as 
college athletics, Black women make an intentional effort to “shift” their behavior (Jones & 
Shorter-Gooden, 2003).  Jones and Shorter-Gooden (2003) characterize “shifting” as,   
African American women change the way they think of things or expectations they have 
for themselves. Or they alter their outer appearance. They modify their speech. They shift 
in one direction at work each morning, then in another at home each night. They adjust 
the way they act in one context after another. They try to cover up their intelligence with 
one group of friends and do everything possible to prove it to another. They deny their 
sadness and loneliness. (p. 62)  
Shifting takes away the individuality of Black women’s self-esteem and character and can lead to 
demoralizing effects (Hall et al., 2012). This includes behavioral self-handicapping, a strategy 
used care about their career, but do not believe in their success, especially aspiring to a senior-
level position (Berglas & Jones, 1978). A voluntary removal for consideration from candidacy 
for open senior-level positions in athletic departments by females reaffirms and ingrains 
hegemonic masculinity in athletics (Cunningham, Doherty & Gregg, 2007; Wright, Eagleman, & 
Pedersen, 2011; Burton, 2015; McCluney & Rabelo, 2019). 
 Black women in the workplace are continuously facing racial microaggressions that 
manifest in various subtle and covert ways and weigh greater on their perceived character 
compared to their white and male counterparts (Jones & Shorter-Gooden, 2003; Bell, 2004; Sue, 
Capodilupo, et al., 2007). These acts of discrimination build anger, self-doubt and even barriers 
for career progression that have a great negative impact on the psychological wellness of Black 
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women (Franklin, 1999). Within the space of intercollegiate athletics, having a strong 
organizational climate for diversity and inclusion not only benefits both minority and majority 
groups in the workplace, and it can lead to increased job satisfaction, greater commitment to the 
organization and better employee well-being (Walker & Melton, 2015). Fewer than 2% of board 
positions in Fortune 500 companies are held by Black women, and research has shown if there 
are at least three women directors in those positions, it increases the opportunities for other 
women to be nominated (Kramer et al., 2006; Catalyst, 2015). When, intentionally placing Black 
women in positions of visibility, senior level leaders need to ask themselves “‘Are Black women 
disproportionately working in service positions or diversity and inclusion roles? And ‘Is the 
motivation for hiring Black women merely to fulfill diversity quotas?’” (McCluney & Rabelo, 
2019, p.148). This study will allow organizations to gain some perspective on how gendered and 
racialized roles influence Black women’s experience in the workplace.  In attempt to 
deconstructing the impact of racial microaggressions and gender discrimination on Black women 
in college athletics, this research will acknowledge the intersection of their gender and race in 
order to understand the weight of their experiences and listen for practices to improve their 
workplace.  
Culture of Intercollegiate Athletics  
 
Barriers and Limitations for Black Women 
 
There are several barriers and limitations that Black women experience within the space 
of intercollegiate athletics that are either addressed from the gender or the race standpoint. 
Through this research is it vital to examine both to then grasp the outcome of experiencing 
discrimination from multiple angles. In the world of intercollegiate athletics in the U.S., since the 
implementation of Title IX, women have lost leadership positions (i.e. athletic director and head 
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coach) because of the increase in resources and opportunities that now come along with women’s 
teams (Burton, 2015; Acosta & Carpenter, 2012). Although, White women have had more 
positive work experiences and less stress than the Black women because of their privileged race 
status in America (Walker & Melton, 2015). Drawing on a larger non-intersected body of 
literature for minority athletics employees, Coakley & Pike (2009) explained that the lack of 
female representation stems from several reasons, one of them being the social network of senior 
level administrators. Additionally, within sport organizations, there is acceptance of inequality in 
terms of representation as normal – assuming that men should take on positions of leadership and 
women should be in roles specific to women’s issues (i.e. Senior Women Administrator) 
(Burton, 2015; Claringbould & Knoppers, 2012).  
Even more so, there is even less Black female representation leading to racial minorities 
having a more difficult time working in this space because of their race (Walker & Melton, 
2015). Male senior level administrators have an ingrained network within the space of college 
athletics, and in doing so they are able to have more strategic professional connections than 
women and especially women of color (Coakley & Pike, 2009). Sport is governed by 
heteronormative traditions that benefits the dominant group (i.e. heterosexual White males) 
rather than encourage policy, systemic change or an organizational culture that actively supports 
minority groups. (Walker & Melton, 2015; Walker & Sartore-Baldwin, 2013; Cunningham, 
2010). Not only do male senior level administrators perpetuate the vicious cycle of continuing 
the White men’s club, but key stakeholders are a key contributor to the lack of women and 
women of color in positions of power. Board of trustees, directors and influential donors actively 
support male athletic directors out of concern that a female athletic directors would be taken 
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advantage of by other members in the athletic department and within their conference (Schull, 
Shaw & Kihl, 2013).  
 Professional development opportunities for black women administrators and coaches are 
continuing to grow (Borland & Bruening, 2010). Yet, they remain very limited and even the 
administrators and coaches put more effort in performing at a high level and leave little time for 
professional development (Borland & Bruening, 2010). However, when searching for a mentor 
for guidance throughout their career in athletics, black female administrators typically have role 
models that are either a black female that was a high school teacher or college professor, older 
members of black sororities (i.c. Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta), and even a parent 
or older sister (Williams, 1989). Additionally Black women will identify with their gender and 
associate with organizations such as Women’s Basketball Coaches Association and Women 
Leaders and College Sports (Walker & Melton, 2015).  The value of having a mentor is 
intangible throughout a person’s career in collegiate athletics. It creates a feeling of belonging 
that transforms into personal and professional growth, allowing mentees to grow into leaders and 
even emulate their mentors throughout their career (Smith, 1995; Weaver & Chelladurai, 1999; 
Pastore, 2003). The lack of having a role model or a mentor is a major barrier for women of 
color to ascend in intercollegiate athletics (Walker & Melton, 2015). 
In addition to the difficulty of building a solid and strategic network, black female 
coaches and administrators are found to have a lack of support in terms of professional 
development opportunities and recognition of success (Borland & Bruening, 2010; Williams, 
1989). According to Borland and Bruening’s (2010), “the culture of coaching in Division I 
athletic departments is such that there is little time to come together collectively and think about 
development when the emphasis is placed squarely on recruiting talented players, developing 
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them and making sure their departments comply with NCAA rules” (p. 413). Even though many 
administrators and coaches are working tirelessly to perform at a high level to be recognized in 
the same vein of their white counterparts, there is a lack of recognition for their work, their 
commitment and the perspective they bring to the athletic department – leading to low self-
esteem and eventually poor work performance (Williams, 1989).  
The lack of recognition can also lead to exclusion and has become a perpetual issue for 
black female administrators (Wright et al., 2011). Williams (1989) found that 42 percent of black 
female administrators felt somewhat excluded from the information and support network 
perceived as a result of their race and/or gender. With 71 percent of Division I FBS athletic 
directors being white males (NCAA Demographic Database, 2018), it creates an extremely 
difficult barrier to break through, especially since those making the executive hiring decisions 
are more likely to hire someone that looks like them to have people of the same ideals and fits 
the department’s mission (Walker & Melton, 2015; Cunningham, 2010; Slack, 1997). In doing 
so, this further excludes females and other minorities, fostering an environment where it limits 
participation in events, membership on key committees, and career advancement into senior level 
positions within college athletics (Robertha Abney & Richey, 1992; Fink, 2008; Slack, 1997). 
Spoor and Hoye (2013) found through their research that when an organizational culture values 
gender equity and positions of power support that culture, there are more positive outcomes for 
both men and women in the organization, that includes stronger commitment to the organization 
and commitment to stay for a longer period of time. Even more so, equitable human resource 
practices had less of an impact of the experiences of employees, than the support of senior level 
administrators. This highlights the need for the people in top management in intercollegiate 
athletics to be proactive in bringing racial and gender equity into the culture of their 
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organization. Going forward, this study will research how the culture of college sports has 
changed, what is preventing Black female administrators from reaching top positions and ways 












The population of interest for this study is Black female senior-level administrators at 
NCAA DI predominately white institutions (PWI). All participants were self-identified as Black, 
raised in the U.S., with current experience working in collegiate athletics in management roles 
with titles including Senior Associate Athletic Director, Deputy Athletic Director, Senior 
Woman Administrator (SWA) or Athletic Director (AD) (see Table 1 and Table 2). Participants 
acknowledged that subtle racism and sexism exists in contemporary intercollegiate athletics, and 
had personal experiences of racism and sexism in the workplace.  
Participants were selected utilizing convenience sampling, in order to gather a sample 
that can give context to the social and political nuances that Black women have to bring into the 
work-place to thrive. There are three Black female Directors of Athletics and 71 Associate 
Directors of Athletics (74 total) at NCAA Division I non-HBCU or Predominantly White 
Institutions (PWI), making up only 3.2 percent of senior-level administrators (NCAA, 2018). 
Through the convenience sampling method, 40 were invited to participate in the study via email, 
and seven administrators that fit the criteria agreed to participate in the study. Email addresses of 
administrators were obtained through websites of universities’ athletic department staff 
directories or work-life interactions within the research team’s network. This provided the 





The primary researcher followed semi-structured interview protocol based on the 
research questions that were developed to gain a deeper understanding of participants’ 
experiences of racial and gendered microaggressions and their coping strategies. The interviews 
were conducted via telephone calls with the participant. The protocol prompts were reshaped 
throughout the data collection process to adhere to the participants’ responses (Holder et al., 
2015). 
The interview protocol built upon Holder, Jackson and Ponterotto’s (2015) constructivist 
research study, “Microaggression Experiences and Coping Strategies of Black Women in 
Corporate Leadership.” A thematic qualitative methodology was used to understand the lived 
experiences of these women through their two research questions: 1) “What are participants’ 
experiences of racial microaggressions in the workplace?” and, 2) “What coping strategies do 
they use to deal with experiences of racial microaggressions in the workplace?”  (Holder et al., 
2015, p. 157). While the Holder et al. (2015) sample consisted of Black women in apparel, 
beauty, financial services, hospitality, media, pharmaceuticals, and publishing, this instrument 
was applied to Black females working in college athletics and adding gender to the research 
questions to address the intersectionality of the participants. 
Data Analysis 
Through a continual thematic qualitative analysis of the data, the interview transcripts 
were reviewed and analyzed after each interview in an effort to generate deeper comprehension 
and meaning (Moustakas, 1994). ATLAS, a qualitative data analysis software, was used to 
manage the data and facilitate the data analysis process. The transcripts were coded on the basis 
of significant, relevant reports about how the participants experienced the topic, developing 
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parallel occurrences (Holder et al., 2015). Codes with similar meanings and connotations were 
clustered into themes, to provide unblemished images of what participants experienced with 
racial microaggressions in the workplace and their coping strategies. Additionally, two other 
members of the research team assisted in reviewing transcripts to develop themes for reliability. 
Long quotes and dense descriptions of the results will be presented as the voice of the 








CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 
 
 Seven participants were interviewed to reach themes for exploring racial 
microaggressions, the reactions and process of these racial microaggressions and coping 
strategies. From the analysis of seven verbatim transcripts, there were 39 codes developed, 
organizing the associated meanings of those codes into 12 themes of racial microaggressions, 
processes and coping strategies. Four themes of racial microaggressions were revealed: 
environmental manifestations, external interactions, stereotypes of Black women and exclusion. 
The experience of racial microaggressions solicited various reactions and consequences that 
impacted their careers. There were six themes of coping strategies that were recognized during 
the interviews: religion and spirituality, armoring, self-care, shifting, community and champions 
and mentorship (see Tables 3-5). 
Research Question 1: What are Participants’ Experiences of Racial Microaggressions and 
Barriers in the Workplace? 
 
Racial Microaggression: Environmental Manifestations 
 Participants noted examples of environmental manifestations of racial microaggressions 
that are seen in the workplace of college athletics. Most of these women shared that a lot of these 
came from White administrators and coaches. Sub-themes that these participants highlighted 
include: Lack of Representation; Gender Discrimination; External Interactions; Power 




Lack of Representation 
Participants highlighted the lack of representation of Black women in senior-level 
positions because Black women don’t receive intentional mentorship, often get passed over for 
promotions to mid-level positions, and get burnt out as a result of this; which in turn may give 
athletic directors the excuse that they don’t know where they are to hire them.  
I had heard him [an athletic director] on a panel at NACDA say that he didn't know 
where minority administrators were. He couldn't find them to hire them. So, he has to 
know where they are for him to hire them. And so, I've been made it a point since he was 
in my area where I was to get on his schedule so I could help direct him (Participant 4) 
And having more women, Black women and whatever racial minority it is, the more we 
can get these people into these jobs and get them to stay – because that's what I found has 
been the biggest problem. In being a Senior Woman Administrator (SWA) and being in 
senior management, when I'm looking to fill a position underneath us, underneath me in 
that middle, it's really hard to find a Black female. You know, I have friends who are in 
my same role and we talk a lot when we're filling positions because we want diverse 
candidate pools, it's hard to find us. It honestly is because we’re either all in similar type 
level positions or we're all running different offices or people phase out because they 
burn out, or they don't get promoted or whatever it is. So I think the more people we can 
get to stay in these jobs and come up through the pipeline, some of that stuff [racial 
microaggressions] will dissipate too. (Participant 5) 
I tell coaches, I said, “For those of you who have students of color, students of color 
should have a representation on SAAC [Student-Athlete Advisory Committee].” It doesn’t 
make any sense that they’re not. Then you wonder why there aren’t a lot of people of 
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color who are getting jobs in athletics. It doesn’t start when they’re in graduate school, it 
starts when they’re student-athletes, undergrad. We shape what they want to do. So, if 
they don’t see an athletic administration, they only see people that don’t look like them, 
they have representatives on SAAC that do not represent them. They’re going to go in a 
different path and we may be losing people that would be really good for our industry 
(Participant 2). 
As a result of the male-dominated field of college athletics, a participant mentioned, as a 
woman, there isn’t room to make mistakes.  
As a Black woman in it, I always say this Gabrielle, I always say we don’t have enough 
of us [Black women] in the seat doing these roles which is why people haven’t gotten 
comfortable enough working with us. Because if there was more Black women in these 
roles, they would be able to treat us like they treat White men in the role. I’ve had my 
supervisor say to me, “I know there are unfair expectations of you because you’re a 
woman.” Not necessarily because I’m Black, but all of the White males that were 
previously in the seat [athletic director], they had people taking care of their kids, they 
had people making their dinner. They [community] weren’t asking them [white male 
ADs] questions about nothing. As a matter of fact, I had to come in and clean up all the 
messes because they just allowed them to…now anything that goes outside of policy it’s 
a major red flag [for herself] and I’m like, “They’ve [white male ADs] been breaking this 
policy for 20 years” (Participant 1). 
When it does come to hiring Black women in positions of power, colleagues equated 
those promotions to affirmative action. 
 23 
I do recall this was a really big deal for me because this, this put me down for about a 
good three months, but I was promoted and had a colleague who had been at the 
institution for several, over two decades say that I didn't deserve the promotion and I just 
got it because I was Black and that she was going to tell people that she was transgender 
so that she could get an affirmative action or a diversity promotion. And so I remember 
her saying that, and 1) I had never been talked to like that so bluntly, is that somebody 
come out and just like boom, racism in your face (Participant 7). 
Gender Discrimination 
Participant 4 was at one point appointed as interim athletic director in her career and the 
Football coach refused to report to a woman. Not allowing her to make decisions as interim 
athletic director, waiting for the newly appointment male athletic director to make those 
decisions.  
Experiencing gender discrimination in the workplace was not experienced often by the 
participants because it was found that because of the intersectionality of their identity, they have 
completely separate experiences from other women. A participant acknowledged that White 
women can be a prevalent group that perpetuates racial microaggressions. 
White women have been like the ones that are mostly been the ones that have said things 
that I thought were offensive or insensitive and racist most often. And what's frustrating 
about it is I think that often that group is positive that they are progressive and know what 
they are talking about and like know the way things are supposed to be. And that makes it 
worse because it's okay if you ask questions because you don't know. And that's what 
you're presenting first, like, “I don't know.” Instead of presenting that you have the 
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knowledge and then are being super ignorant and offensive still by asking things that are 
racist, that you seem to not realize, but also claiming some sort of solidarity because 
we're both women. We don't have the same experiences (Participant 6). 
Although, there was a Participant 7 experienced gender discrimination from her 
supervisor, who was a Black male. Since this situation was solely based on her gender, she was 
able to gain empathy and understanding for other women.  
Power Dynamics 
As a senior-level administrator, participants mentioned that they may not experience as 
many racial microaggressions in the workplace because they are in a position of power, “I think 
now that they're like, ‘Oh, this is the SWA, or she's a senior associate AD’, they're a little less 
inclined to maybe do some of those things. Half of the people, I'm their supervisor. So that's one 
thing. I think the power dynamic shifts” (Participant 5).  
Perception of Black Student-Athletes 
 A couple of participants shared racial microaggressions that they’ve witnessed in work 
meetings towards Black student-athletes. In the 2000s, colleagues referred to Black student-
athletes as “colored” and didn’t seem to think that that was wrong (Participant 4). Another 
instance was during a Financial Aid, Registrar, Academics and Compliance (FRAC) meeting 
discussing the implementation of cost-of-attendance payments that provide funds to help pay the 
full costs of attending college, such as travel and other expenses, people were saying “Football 
players are going to just use it to buy tattoos” – alluding that they felt uncomfortable with the 
lack of control on what student-athletes are spending their money on, generalizing that Black 
student-athletes would only use these funds for tattoos (Participant 6).  
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Racial Microaggressions: External Interactions 
Working at a predominately white institution leads to interacting with donors and fans 
that feel entitled to treat officials, student-athletes and Black women administrators as inferior. 
Participants talked about the influence of these external stakeholders on their career as a senior-
level administrator and experiences of racial microaggressions involving this group. 
He [University President] asked me not to apply at the time [to an athletic director 
position]. He didn't want to, he didn't want to have to explain why to his constituents, 
why he would choose me because he knew that I was capable. He knew that I was 
competent and he knew how to get the job done. But he was not ready to have those types 
of conversations with the donors and the people in that area (Participant 4). 
I remember one day I had a donor go to the student paper write something because I 
wasn’t giving him information about what I was doing and had transitioned a coach, nor 
did I have to nor did I still care. They went to the student paper, which is of course free 
speech, and students, they don’t know better. Wrote an article talking about the boosters 
were going to pull their money, that’s the only way they’re going to recognize to the 
chancellor that I wasn’t the best leader for the position. I remember getting that 
information that day. I was going to another meeting and I was furious. I was furious 
(Participant 1). 
For instance, at one of our men's soccer games, which is actually one of the sports that I 
am the administrator for, one of our, the parent yelled at the ref. It's was a couple that I sit 
behind like at every soccer game. But yelled at the ref and called him, “boy.” And was 
yelling angrily at him. I was shocked and appalled. I didn't even know what to do because 
things like that did not happen in [town of participant’s previous institution]. And then 
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the grandfather, who also there, did it five minutes later as well, and obviously the ref 
was Black and it was just wild. But there was nobody there to support me and tell. 
Compounding that with having to explain to other people later like why that was a 
problem, it's not like an on-purpose microaggression, but how do I have to explain to you 
why it's racist for a White man to call a Black grown man “boy”? (Participant 6) 
I was working at a comp ticket table at basketball game and had a donor come through, 
and I had oversight of this basketball program. So, you know, wasn't just there, you 
know, hanging out and watching the game, actually had oversight of male revenue, DI, 
A5 basketball program, and we were four on staff that day. Our compliance team didn't 
travel with us, and so I worked the comp table because my background is in compliance 
and had a donor come in and had some tickets to leave at will-call and threw them in my 
face and said, “Take care of these.” And so obviously that has never left me, but I make it 
a point to not engage with that individual. So, I say all that to say, it is the 1) assumption 
that you can't be anybody of importance or relevance to the department. That was the first 
thing that crossed my mind. Because of the way I looked, because I was a black female, 
you immediately assumed that I was nobody of importance. And then 2) from a larger 
perspective, the privilege and entitlement to be able to treat anybody like that. It's 
absolutely deplorable to me (Participant 7). 
Racial Microaggression: Stereotypes of Black Women 
 Participants referred to multiple experiences of racial microaggressions in the workplace 
related to stereotypes of Black women that were identified in the following sub-themes: 
Misrecognition & Undermining Competence; Aggressive Black Woman; Mammy - Emotional 
Caretaker; and Hair. 
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Misrecognition & Undermining Competence 
 There were several instances where participants had a wide range of people from donors 
to parking attendants in athletic building to interviewees for the athletic department, that 
misrecognized and assumed them to be less than the position they held.  
Well, I will say there was a time when it was during a coaching interview, and the person 
who happened to be a white male was interviewing for a coaching position and basically, 
he thought I was there just to take notes. It didn’t even cross his mind that I was a senior 
[level administrator] …so a) he hadn’t done his research and, b) just didn’t cross his 
mind that I was a Senior Associate Athletic Director. Really just dismissed me when I 
asked questions. It was like, “Why are you asking questions?” That person did not get the 
job. Which I was just…that vibe, I felt if he didn’t even treat me with any type of respect 
the way he was treating the other white men in the room, how is he going to treat 
basketball players who are predominately men of color? (Participant 2) 
 Many participants have heard, “You speak so articulately!” from their co-workers as if it 
was a surprise that they are educated and have effective communication skills. Participants often 
experienced questioning their competence and their credibility to be in a senior-level position.  
That's what I say, “Why would you think anything else? You know, I have an education. 
I have two degrees. All right. You know, I have a great secondary education, a great 
elementary education, moved around. I come from a two-parent household and both of 
them are educated, have degrees. My mother has her master's degree. So why is that a 




Aggressive Black Woman 
Participants talked about being perceived as aggressive in the workplace, and keeping 
that top-of-mind when in a leadership position. Conversely, White women in a similar position 
are seen as competent and assertive, which are characteristics associated with effective 
leadership.  
So, I think one of the situations that kind of sticks out in my mind a little bit is, I used to 
be in compliance. And so, this is kind of general, it's not like a specific situation, but what 
I found a lot of times is that, people would not want, even in compliance, sometimes you 
end up having to tell people no. That just sometimes, like I might say something like, 
“Hey, this is why we can't do this”, or, “This is why this may be impermissible.” My boss 
at the time was a white female who used to have my role, but she wasn't in the day to 
day. We would say the same exact thing, but then if I said it, it was like I was being mean 
or just didn't want to help. When she said it was like, “Oh, okay, well it must be true 
then.” So, there was a lot of that. I feel like that people just sometimes don't want to hear 
from a Black female or have to report to a Black female, and this is Black and White 
people (Participant 5). 
One private one [racial microaggression] that I had with the athletic director, who's no 
longer in the business, but he was at a power five institution and in the same time, he was 
in the same rural area that this institution was in. And I developed a good relationship 
with him, and had a private conversation with him about some of the thoughts. We got to 
a point where he trusted me to talk to me, clearly about some of the thoughts that White 
males had about the Black women. And especially in our profession, and because many 
of us [Black women] that are professionals in this business, were former athletes. And 
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because they have seen us in that form of more of aggressiveness, whether it was track, 
basketball, whatever sport we were in, that form of aggressiveness in that from coming 
from the sport to our positions remains. And that's, that's one of the lenses that they see us 
through. And they automatically think that we're going to attack and come in, in our 
positions with that same type of tenacity and an aggressiveness, and it, it frightens them. 
It frightens them in a way that they don't always want to put us in certain situations 
because they think that our aggression will show, or in their mind, in his mind, and he 
was, while he was speaking in a general sense for, I would say, most White men. In his 
mind, he was seeing it as a way of protection, instead of just, you know, discriminating 
against us and not allowing us to be our full selves. He saw it as a way of protecting us 
from things that we might encounter or thoughts that people would have about us 
(Participant 4). 
Mammy – Emotional Caretaker 
A couple of participants noted that Black women in college athletics are placed in roles 
and asked to do the "emotional house work at work" (Participant 5) which includes, student-
athlete and coach relations, responsible for the difficult discussions with programs and pressure 
to figure out solutions (i.e. COVID-19 ramifications). These responsibilities are tied to the 
“Mammy”, being the backbone of the household, stereotype that has been associated with Black 
women for years. This can be emotionally exhausting and can contribute to job burn out.  
In many situations, Black women that are in these roles within athletics are the ones that 
are doing a lot of work and they're doing a lot of the work that is, highly litigious, and 
they keep the institution protected, whether it be from a compliance standpoint, a Title IX 
or risk management – they're the ones that are developing, crafting, implementing policy 
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and procedure, and they're the ones that have the relationships with the student athletes. 
They are the ones that have the relationships with the coaches. I also am a firm believer 
that when things get tough… I imagine if you're polling black women right now in this 
current space of what's going on [COVID-19 pandemic], I imagine that probably 75% of 
the folks that you're talking to are at the core and very critical to navigating their 
institution and department through this crisis. I would put money on that. I also know 
that, Black women are the ones that can go into the office of the most powerful coach and 
whatever their respective sport is and deliver the bad news of whatever that may be, or is 
the one who's not afraid to have that tough conversation, and so often is the one who’s 
sent in to have that tough conversation and or put over areas that may be tough like 
student conduct and, you know, staff and employee relations issues (Participant 7). 
Hair 
 Each participant shared examples of experiencing some level of racial microaggression 
associated with their hair in the workplace. Some talked about the pressure to conform to the 
majority and being embarrassed when co-workers would call them out when they would change 
their hair when they were young professionals. One woman noted the continued narrative that 
Black women are told to have their hair straight, “you have to look a certain way and if you 
don't, you're going to be ostracized or you can't move up to up to a certain position” (Participant 
4), and leads to hindering self-esteem of the younger generation. 
There was another hair situation with the assistant coach where she had some really cute 
shells and she didn't have a lot of them. This is just the little shells as accents in her 
braids. The comment was made that that wasn't professional. She shouldn't be on the road 
recruiting with her hair like that (Participant 3). 
 31 
Other participants shared interactions with various people in the workplace ranging from 
questioning her hairstyle choices behind their back to invading their personal space and touching 
their hair. “I’ve had a lot of people try to touch my hair, but I would tell them, ‘You don't touch 
people's hair. That’s like me touching any other part of your body. It's a part of my body’” 
(Participant 5).  
I’ve interacted with them on multiple occasions throughout my time at the institution. 
Saw them immediately went up, gave them a hug, and the wife of the couple said, “Oh 
my gosh, your hair is so soft. Oh my gosh. I did not expect that. It's so soft. It's so 
beautiful.” And I mean, it was like complete shock on her face, and shocked to realize 
that it was actually mine. And you know, I thought in that moment, she's not trying to be 
mean. She's actually trying to give me a compliment. She's not trying to be rude, but yet 
and still, she expected because I was black, that my hair would feel a certain way and that 
it probably didn't belong to me. Which is such an antiquated microaggression, like such 
an antiquated, you're going to have a microaggression, like it would behoove us to have 
at least like a modern day microaggression and not still be stuck on hair (Participant 7). 
Racial Microaggression: Exclusion 
 Participants discussed being excluded from work and social meetings, stemming from the 
well-known “boys club” that has manifested in college athletics. One woman observed, a lot of 
Black women are being hired because they are a person of color, leading to being surrounded by 
others who aren’t invested in Black women’s career success. This leaves Black women with lack 
of mentorship and even excluded from career opportunities.  
I think another thing is, you hear a lot about the “boys club” and it's a very real thing, just 
where, you know, the athletic director will go out to lunch with or socialize with 
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personally, some of the men in the department, and it's not really like, [Women calling 
attention to the “boys club”] “Hey!” I'm not necessarily saying that they have to include 
everybody, but it is distinct when you notice that the women aren't being asked to do 
some of those things or the socializing doesn't always happen. And it can be kinda hard 
(Participant 5). 
 Many women in this study spoke about how racial microaggressions in the workplace 
stems from the perception of Black women. There were other participants who felt that they did 
not have these encounters as often because of their position of power. The most frequent themes 
were hair, the aggressive Black woman stereotype and lack of representation in college athletics. 
When there is an environment where there are only a few Black women in an athletic 
department, every time a participant changed their hair or reacted to a situation with emotion, 
others in that environment felt entitled and privileged to question their character or appearance 
choices with no regard of their impact.   
Research Question 2: How Can or Do These Barriers Impede Black Women in Pursuing 
Leadership Positions? 
 
Reactions to Racial Microaggressions 
 There were multiple participants who reflected on the situation before reacting to their 
experience of racial microaggressions. One woman explained, “So, I would just take a step back 
and try to figure out what that [racial microaggressions] had to do with anything. Why would they 
ask me that? Who else are they asking that to? You’re having those conversations with yourself” 
(Participant 1).  
You know, someone says something's off to you or that you don't appreciate, gather 
yourself, you know, gather your thoughts. Don't combat ignorance with ignorance, but 
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really take a minute to, take a deep breath. You know sometimes it takes walking away. 
You may have to leave the situation and then come back and revisit it (Participant 4). 
 For a lot of participants, they were direct with the perpetrator and made it a point to address 
those instances right away.  
Our athletic director really challenged us and said, “Why wouldn’t we hire the person of 
color?” The person who was going to be the supervisor was not too happy because they 
wanted the person who had direct experience. It took him a while to get over it. I still 
don’t think he gets it. He kept saying, “Well it’s because this person has a family member 
who’s in the industry.” And I’m like, “That happens all the time. I can name you several 
people who have dads that are athletic directors and they’re only in the job because of 
their dad. You worked with one of them, so because now you’ve encountered a person of 
color who has the same, now you want to criticize him. You’re not criticizing anybody 
else. For every one person of color who has somebody in the industry, I can name you 
five white males and I can name them right now.” Now, he gets it, but he still doesn’t get 
it (Participant 2). 
That’s probably been my greatest skill over the last several years is to ask the question, 
ask, “is this what you meant when you said this?” or “explain to me what you meant 
when you said this.” Because that’s always telling and it allows them to correct what 
they’re saying or trying to say, and gives you clarity on how you want to deal with it 
(Participant 1). 
Most of the participants mentioned that their first emotional reaction is anger and 
frustration, yet all of them are aware that they cannot act on that emotion because it could hinder 
their career.  
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You get angry. Obviously, you get angry or disappointed, maybe even more so. I think 
that for some of us, if it's happening a lot, it, maybe I've been doing this too long and I 
don't, like I said, I don't feel like it happens as much to me. But back when it used to, it 
was a lot of anger, and disappointment, but you can't visibly always show it. So, then it's 
like, Hey, you can't be the angry black woman at work either. So, it's like you had kind of 
had no outlet, but I think it was a lot of anger and disappointment, frustration, lot of 
crying (Participant 5). 
 It's frustrating. It makes me angry. Just the because I don't understand why people don't 
think about their impact on others when they're speaking, the way they treat other people, 
the way, like all of that. And I think when you're a member of a minority population, you 
are always thinking about how things impact other people. Because people didn't 
necessarily, like the majority population doesn't always think about that for you. And so, 
it's frustrating to me. It like just, it honestly makes me very angry because I think it's 
selfish behavior when people like, there's no excuse for where I am in my career for 
people to just like be ignorant about stuff (Participant 6). 
 There were two participants that expressed shock when experiencing racial 
microaggression, not that it was a surprise at all that anything happened, but shocked that it is the 
year 2020 and they still have to deal with these instances quite often. However, a majority of this 
group of women shared that they felt sadness and hurt and dealing with these incidents in the 
workplace can be very painful. 
It’s an internal struggle because it hurts you like it hits you deep in the gut. and so many 
words. And it's hard not to internalize it because even if it's not happening to you per se, 
it's happening to someone that looks like you or is walking in the same space as you, and 
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that’s hard because you feel it for them. And I tend to, I'm a very caring person. I'm just 
naturally caring and I don't want to see somebody go through something unnecessarily. 
And that's something to me that is very unnecessary (Participant 3). 
Consequences of Racial Microaggressions 
 For the women in this study, there were a few consequences that resulted because of racial 
microaggressions in the workplace. The participants questioned the perception of themselves in 
the workplace and sometimes even second-guessed their worth. 
I'm always sensitive and thinking like, okay, wow, did I really not deserve this, that I 
didn't really not get this raise? Or is this because I’m Black? Because things had 
happened to you over the course of your career and you think you have to kinda 
internalize it sometimes and think that Is it because of this? (Participant 4). 
If something happens or someone says something that I think they should not be saying, 
whether it's to me or I'm just like listening to it, I often have to think, is this going to be 
worth the conversation? Like am I going to get anywhere or am I just going to be upset 
about it and have to deal with that myself? Or is it going to make me seem like I'm 
constantly the person criticizing the way people are talking, or when people are just 
trying to communicate, or whatever it is? And I always have to think about is this 
something I should be fighting for or is it small enough that I can ignore it and just 
pretend it doesn't bother me. And that sucks I think, because you're not always able to 
present your whole self or think about things in the way that you should if I'm always 
having to weigh my options on whether something is worth the fight or not (Participant 
6). 
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Some participants suppress and internalize those feelings to avoid being categorized as an 
ineffective leader, resulting in the high pressure of not making mistakes. 
One of things I think I’ve learned, the higher you go in leadership, you cannot afford, as 
minorities…and just thinking as a Black woman…you cannot afford to let things slide. 
When you let things slide those are the are the same things that 2,3,4,5 years later, I’ve 
seen come back up. You’re second guessing yourself, why I didn’t do that? Why didn’t I 
do this when that happened? (Participant 1). 
Try to really put it out of my mind and move on, which is not helpful for the next person 
because they’re going to do it again (Participant 2). 
Another consequence of the frequency of racial microaggressions in the workplace is 
tuning them out, accepting that there are people that will not change and focusing on letting their 
work speak for itself.  
They're just making a generalization and I have to realize ignorance when it's ignorant. 
So, you know, I don't know if my, again, I just have learned to let it roll off my shoulders 
and not even think anything of it because I don't have time. I don't have time to worry 
about what people say (Participant 2). 
I feel like I work hard and I do a good job. So, I try to let my work speak for itself more 
than anything. And also knowing that work is work. I'm big on work being that's where 
we go to work and it has its function and it's not always for you to gain friends or 
companionship and things through work (Participant 5). 
A couple of participants talked about how speaking up against racial microaggressions in 
the work place can create a barrier for career advancement.  
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I know some people, some other minority females, Black females in this business who 
have been silenced and have risen. So, the more silent you are, the higher you go in my 
opinion. Because I'm basing it off of just a few people of course in my head, but if you're 
seen as someone who doesn't rock the boat with on things like this, you'll move faster. 
But if you are someone who addresses it, immediately don't care what your title, you’re 
going to say something and address it directly to this person or, and not always go on to 
HR about it either, but just say you're addressing it right there in your department, you 
don't move up as fast. You have to continue to strive for opportunities to be seen as not a 
troublemaker, but be seen as a change agent. And that's how I try to couch the things that 
I do when I'm addressing that. So that impact has stunted my trajectory in this business 
because I'm not afraid (Participant 4). 
Impact of Racial Microaggressions on Black Women’s Career 
The largest impact throughout this entire group of women was the importance of 
education as a response. They choose to have intentional conversations and push other Black 
people in the office to do the same in order to progress and grow as a professional. They 
expressed it is their responsibility to address the perpetrator and not let it pass. 
But instead of, you know, being upset about it or running and telling somebody for them 
to handle, I really like to be intentional about how to use it as a teaching moment, 
whether it be immediately or whether it be a month from then, a week from then, a year 
from then. You know, at what point will you get the opportunity to help that person 
become better? (Participant 7). 
You have to continue to educate and really, you know, you can do that. You can still 
educate and “Hey, can I come and sit in your office and close your door for a minute 
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when you said X…”And I think that's where, instead of, you know, making a scene and 
blowing up. Because I wouldn't want somebody to do that to me, if I, you know, if I did 
something to somebody who didn't look like me and I said something, I would rather 
you just come in the office and say, “You know, when you said this, this really hurt my 
feelings, or this was really inappropriate” (Participant 2). 
Even with the hair situation with the little shells, you know, I used that as an opportunity 
to educate the other coaches and say, “When that's brought to you, first of all, I said, 
shame on you for not saying something back.” So one individual who happened to be a 
male but a minority, I was like, and he’s the associate head coach, “you being in that 
predicament, that was an opportunity for you to educate and you missed it. If you want 
to be a head coach or you're striving to be in that position, there’s things that you have to 
take control of right then and there.” So that was the education piece for that individual, 
but also for the other ones, as well as saying, you know, if someone brings that back to 
you don’t pass that on. You need to be comfortable in yourself to tell that individual 
especially if it’s a head coach or senior associate AD or SWA, it doesn’t matter. They 
need to have that conversation with that individual, not pass that information along 
(Participant 3). 
When coming across racial microaggressions the participants expressed a responsibility 
to advocate and lead for themselves and the next generation, to be a great role model or else 
other Black women will experience the same hardship.  
I understand that I represent not just Black women, but all ethnicities of color. I have to 
make sure I dig a little deeper and get them [the perpetrators] to pause and acknowledge 
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and think about what they just said. Even if it didn’t offend me, I think as an advocate 
and as a leader, I have a responsibility to do that (Participant 1). 
Even in staying in athletics, it's very important to me that minority student athletes and, 
female student athletes, seeing somebody like them in these roles – that is a motivating 
force for me all the time. It's very present in my brain…But, I think a lot about if I'm not 
doing this, if I'm not pushing agendas for them, if I'm not standing up for them, then they 
might not have anyone. Those are the things that kind of motivate me to still keep going 
(Participant 4). 
I try to at least be a voice for that in my departments that I oversee because I didn't 
always have some of the support. I try to be super, I probably go overboard with it, but 
I'm super, super supportive of like work life balance or people that have kids. If there's, 
you know, like when schools are closed or something, I bring my son to work some days 
if I don't have babysitter. And it's like, “Hey, this is me and this is what you're getting 
because I am a mother too.” I'm going to bring them because I don't want to be out or if I 
have things to do. So I think showing people that that's okay to do, and then I try to be 
there and supportive of them doing that. It kind of is my way of trying to make sure that 
people maybe don't have it as hard as I initially had it and they are supported. They 
know that they're supported. I try to be big on that with my staff (Participant 5). 
 Some of the women talked about how throughout their career racial microaggressions 
have had a positive impact by enhancing their strength, character and administration skills.  
To undergo discrimination that had absolutely nothing to do with my race whatsoever 
and solely to do with my gender, to be honest has helped me become a better 
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administrator…, I wouldn't be able to empathize, understand, and sympathize with my 
female student athletes of different races. So, when they talk about the glass ceiling, 
when they talk about the struggles that they have with being female, I can understand that 
and we can have a different and more engaging conversation than we could if I hadn't. If I 
had only experienced setbacks based off of that intersectionality, then I think it would, I 
know it would have put me at a disservice as I now work with female student athletes and 
to be honest, as you supervise non-women of color staff members (Participant 7). 
It’s a confidence building moment too because one of the things I have gained from 
doing this and probably why I’m more comfortable speaking up about things now is 
because it has empowered me, it has given me confidence that I would not otherwise 
have had. I think that’s what I see in other student-athletes and other professionals when 
they don’t have that liberty or they feel like they’re being silenced about something or 
they can’t because they’ll have retaliation (Participant 1). 
 A lot of participants highlighted how their relationships with their co-workers enhanced 
from addressing racial differences with trust and respect. When their White colleagues came into 
a conversation with the goal of intentionally listening and understanding, the barriers seemed to 
subside and it allows both sides to express their authentic selves.  
I think I’ve experience it where people become more thoughtful and it opens the 
relationship. It shows the value that people have for you as a person and a professional. 
I’ve seen where people are closed off and it builds some tension in the relationship 
(Participant 1). 
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I always tell this story because this is when I knew I wanted to work here and I'm like, 
“This man [athletic director] is amazing, I love him” So when I came on my interview 
we went to dinner and he said, “We'd like to talk to you about the challenges. We don't 
have very many Black people here in general. You're going to have to probably go to [the 
city closest to the institution] to get your hair done and anything like that.” And he was 
like, “If you have to go to [the city closest to the institution] to get your hair done on a 
Friday or whatever day, you don't need to take vacation time for that, you just go do it.” 
He’s like, “because that's what it is, but there's not a place here for you to do it. So why 
would you have to take time?” And I was like, see, now that is how you get people to 
come here. Like that's how you're going to get a Black woman to come here and be okay 
because White women that work here are not having to take time off to go get their hair 
done because they can do that down the street. So, you making that accommodation and 
saying that is huge. Like that's what would get people to be like, “Okay, this is the place I 
feel comfortable.” And just understanding that, and because obviously, you know, I'm not 
the first black woman he’s worked with, and [former employee], who was here before 
me, like he knows that. So, I just think things like that are how you make a difference and 
really have a diverse workplace where people of all different kinds can feel included. 
You know, stuff like that is really what makes a difference. Like what's going to make 
somebody feel that they can stay here and that they can be their whole self? (Participant 
6). 
 Experiencing countless racial slights and gender discrimination elicits many emotions for 
Black women, especially anger and frustration. Throughout their lengthy careers, the participants 
have gained a sense of maturity and acknowledged that there is an expectation for racial 
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microaggressions to happen and continue for years to come. That expectation prevents Black 
women from internalizing their emotions. All participants recognized that if they act on their 
anger, it will give their supervisors or colleagues a reason to view them as an ineffective leader 
and even preventing them from ascending in the industry. It was critical for each woman in this 
study to educate their co-workers, affect change where they could and create a better work 
environment for minorities to thrive. 
Research Question 3: What Coping Strategies Do They Use to Deal with Experiences of 
Racial Microaggressions in the Workplace? 
 
Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Religion and Spirituality 
 Religion and spirituality were found to be an integral piece of coping habits for nearly all 
of the participants. They talked about prayer, meditation and communication with their church 
community as key practices that shape their reaction to, and interpretation of, racial 
microaggressions in the workplace. 
 Participants illustrate how prayer is intertwined in their daily routine. One participant 
shares how she communicates with God throughout the work day as a source of guidance to stay 
grounded and to gain clarity.  
I am a very spiritual person. I'm a Christian. Not afraid to say it. I'm not ashamed to own 
it and prayer is something that is very real in my life on a daily basis. I will close my door 
at work and just stop and pray. That helps me center. It helps center me and again, helps 
me to make sure that I'm looking at the situation in the best way possible. So yes, I do 
think that my spirituality does play a huge role in how I lead, how I administrate and how 
I handle situations like this. Because I'll just be like, “okay, Lord, what am I missing?” 
And then the other is usually, “what am I supposed to learn from this? How do I handle 
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this and what am I supposed to learn from this? Because you [Lord] brought me to this 
situation for a reason” (Participant 3) 
 Faith and prayer promote forgiveness, understanding and grace for some participants as 
well. Two women shared how these practices effect their internal reactions and interpretations. 
My faith definitely allows me to be more forgiving about situations. Not that I’m going to 
get comfortable or tolerate them, but not be so defensive as it relates to it or come of 
harsh or exacerbate the situation even more. I try to come off as gentler, kinder, 
thoughtful [Participant’s Name] versus one that may be offended, upset, and try to figure 
out why we still have to deal with some of the microaggressions we deal with. I think my 
faith definitely keeps me in a good mind space (Participant 1). 
I pray every morning before going to work. Yes, and I'm also always extend some grace 
to people, and for myself, extend grace to myself and to others. So, I think that does 
definitely come into play. Like I said, you know, just kind of not internalizing everything 
that are already there…the praying thing, that's with my church. My pastor does it on 
Facebook live. As I'm getting ready, that's why I said I'm in there, in the morning. I do 
that (Participant 5).  
 Another participant shared how religion and spirituality functions as a support network 
and finding a community specifically in the field of college athletics.  
Yes, it's that's deeply imbedded in me to go inward, to my prayer closet. I’m praying 
about the situation and getting guidance spiritually from your pastor or your sister in 
church or something like that to help you maneuver in this profession as a whole, to be 
honest with you. I'm a part of a group called AD’s for Christ and which has been 
awesome to be, you know, attached with other like-minded brothers and sisters in this 
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business that deal directly with the athletics. Some of the situations that we encounter, 
and face are just, are deeper and they're not really equipped to help you through, those 
kinds of things (Participant 4). 
Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Armoring 
Participants mentioned adaptive protective mechanisms to deal with racial 
microaggressions in the workplace. They had to get comfortable with themselves in order to 
educate and address the perpetrators. At this stage in each of these women’s careers, they have 
developed this self-confidence that radiates through their work and contributes to their success.   
I think that there is an element of strength and grace under pressure, and so we always 
hear, you know, people talk about, you have to have facilities, fundraising and football to 
sit in the AD’s chair. And I think in this, in this moment where the industry of college 
athletics is at and the things from a global perspective and a national perspective that are 
coming, you know, to our desk and to our front porches, if you do not have grace under 
fire and poise under pressure, you may not be the best leader in this high stress 
environment. And so, I think when you have been totally written off, totally discounted, 
totally expected not to be where you are and completely expected not to have value, that 
brings a different level of resilience and a different level of steadiness that allowed, that 
would allow Black women to be very successful in the chair, if you will (Participant 7). 
A lot of us have, you know, we value being in the profession so much more and we're 
going to knock down at some point. I'm going to get there and I'll be a Power Five 
athletic director and I'm going to kick it down that barrier (Participant 4). 
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You shouldn't have to apologize for being yourself and not changing yourself to make 
others feel comfortable (Participant 2). 
In addition to confidence in their work, all of the participants had resounding confidence 
in their hair as a result of frequent microaggressions related to their hair. 
When I was at [Participant’s previous institution], I'd say, ‘I'm leaving at noon. I have a 
hair appointment. To get my hair braided, and so I will be gone for the rest of the day.’ I 
don't pretend like it's something I have to hide because there are other people that are 
like, ‘I'm going to go get a haircut real quick’ and they're leaving to do whatever. But 
because that takes 10 minutes, whereas, you know, it might take eight hours for me to get 
my hair braided. It's a different thing. I always am just open about that. And like I said, 
I'm unapologetic about how I choose to wear my hair. I don't want to conform to what 
everyone else think is like normal and I don't shy away from changing my hair as often as 
I feel like it, frankly, no matter what I came in looking like to begin with (Participant 6). 
I remember coming to my current institution and I did my interview, and I was polished. I 
had my blow out and curls. It probably wasn’t a month because I got hired in June, so it’s 
summer time, and summer time I wear my braids. So, I came to work for the first time 
with my braids and people were looking at me like, “They let you wear braids?” I said, 
“Let me? Really? Is that how we do it around here?” But it was a real thing and it was 
[people talking], “You report to the chancellor.” Yes, and the chancellor, you know what 
he does the first time he sees me with the braids. You know what he does, right? He 
touches it. [Chancellor], “I like it. That looks nice!” But that’s my thing, and so I haven’t 
stopped being fully me and that’s a part of self-care. When you have to show up and 
perform and be somebody else every day, that wears on you. I think that weighs into how 
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you respond to the different levels of microaggressions and things that could be 
disrespectful as well (Participant 1). 
Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Self Care 
 For a lot of the participants physical exercise is a priority and makes a difference in their 
reactions to racial microaggressions in the workplace and their overall wellbeing.  
I have in the last couple of years, focus more on my physical, and mental wellbeing too to 
avoid some of the burnout or taking everything on. Doing that for myself has really 
helped with like, just the stress of work and to the point where if I don't work out, if I 
miss a week or so, like I can feel it kind of. So, you know, kind of just paying attention to 
my overall health and wellbeing has helped me to be able to do this a little bit better and 
to cope (Participant 5). 
 One participant illustrates how the “Mammy – Caretaker” stereotypical roles can lead to 
neglection of mental wellbeing. She shares the importance of mental health for Black women in 
college athletics. 
I think as a whole, like when you just put both of those elements in with the high stress 
environment of college athletics, you know, we spend so much of our time as 
administrators and a great deal of our resources on mental health and wellbeing for our 
student athletes, I think sometimes we neglect that within ourselves. And historically 
Black women have been the backbone, the foundation of everything, and that's no 
different in the workplace whether people acknowledge it or not. We're still the 
foundation because like I said, when it gets rough, here we are being put in the position to 
try to bring structure, order, and calm or deliver the tough message. I think that one of the 
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best things that we can do for ourselves is practice what we preach in the area of mental 
health and make sure that we're seeking therapy as well and taking care of our own 
mental wellbeing. Because if we're not good for ourselves, we're not good for anybody 
else (Participant 7). 
 Another participant talked about implementing healthy boundaries in the workplace. 
Although college athletics does not give room for a lot of personal time, she and other 
participants create time for family, physical exercise, prayer and even meals to promote self-care. 
I go to Orange Theory when it opens every morning, it's my first thing and it's on my 
calendar kind of thing. Like I booked that time for myself. A big thing that I tell all these 
young professionals, especially in athletics, is like booking your lunch break. I do that. 
Because even if it's like I might not go out to lunch and I don't go out to lunch that often, 
maybe once a week. But at least if it's popping up on my outlook, I'm going to most times 
eat (Participant 5). 
Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Shifting 
Code-switching, the linguistic way of shifting speech, was the only shift that shaped the 
participants’ response to racial microaggressions. A few of the women highlighted the fact that 
most Black people in America grew up code-switching and it is something that isn’t new to them. 
However, one participant illustrated how code-switching is a positive asset for anyone to have, it’s 
not particularly specific to Black women, especially in college athletics. 
I look at that as the ability to thrive in any environment, no matter where you're at. And I 
think if you are good at code switching, 1) you're not going to look at it as a negative. 
But, 2) again, it can make you a better administrator because the way that you engage 
with your donors is going to be different from the way that you engage with your 
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coaches, is going to be different from the way that you engage with your senior 
leadership, different from the way you engage with your board of trustees, with your 
university president, and certainly different than the way that you're going to engage with 
your student athletes. And so, I look at it as a positive because, you know, we've always 
lived in this kind of, this world that has duality and who you are at home kind of, and 
then who you are in your professional life. And so, we've had to be very good at that 
from a very young age. And so now when you get into this realm where you have 
multiple constituents, you're able to communicate with each in a very effective way 
(Participant 7). 
A few participants shared that they challenge stereotypes of Black women by shifting 
their speech or their tone in reaction to racial microaggressions in the workplace as another way 
to break down those barriers. 
I have learned over the years how to react to certain things, and because my reaction will 
define what they think of the next person, and also defines what they, how they framed 
this experience. So, if I'm, you know, yelling and acting a fool, they're gonna think, Oh, 
all people like her act this way (Participant 2). 
Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Community 
There was a frequent intersection of the two sub-themes of Confidence and Community. 
Every participant had multiple examples of support networks of friends, family and colleagues that 
provided a source of advice, a space to vent and avoid internalizing negative messages, whether it 
was a short phone call every week or month, a happy hour after work or getting together once a 
year at the Women Leaders in College Sports convention. These communities empower the 
participants to have confidence in themselves and in their work. 
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I kind of had built my own kind of networks. Like I have a couple of friends, or Senior 
Woman Administrators, African American women in the same role that I've known either 
we've all progressed. We came in here, we've known each other for a long time, we've 
progressed into these roles together and I talk to them weekly, probably. They’re my 
sounding board. We bounce ideas off of each other. What a couple of us had either, 
progressed into the role after each other, so we're able to help those that are new, like, 
“Hey, this is one thing you're not going to be thinking about as you come into this role as 
you start to oversee staff.” Like we help each other with that. So that's a little bit of 
community. In our conference there’s our SWA [Senior Woman Administrator] group, 
there's about half of us that speak pretty regularly all the time about things. We are a 
good community to lean on and for ideas and just, you know, for a sounding board. So 
for that core group of about three that I talk to all the time, they helped me get through a 
lot of days, a lot of days. If I just want to be like, “I just have to tell you what this coach 
said to me today” or, “I got to tell you about my student athletes are having problems 
with this.” Like I can literally talk to them about anything (Participant 5). 
Yeah, I depend on the sisterhood to be honest with you. You call up your other sisters in 
this business and you know, explain what happened. Cause you know the village, they've 
been there, they've done that, and even some who've been there and have survived it in a 
way that they've been able to still elevate. And so, you want to be able to get advice and 
stuff from them so that, how you address this. I would say, you know, I've been one of 




Coping with Racial Microaggressions: Champions & Mentorship 
 Many of the participants see themselves as resourceful advocates for their own staff, 
student-athletes on campus and the next generation of Black women administrators. There were a 
few participants that did talk about having engaging supervisors and mentors themselves that 
made a large impact on creating a positive work environment and are continued champions for 
their career success moving forward.  
Well, to be honest, I don't know that they've had a negative impact on my career thus far 
because I've been fortunate to have the people that I directly work with, that are my 
supervisors and qualified supervisors, so whether that's my AD or deputy AD, have been 
not that, have been amazing and wonderful. And when they don't know something, they 
ask, and open to listening. And I've been able to be myself and not have to try and fit into 
whatever the rest of those people are doing. So, it's been, it's been okay for me still, and 
I've always felt kind of fortunate because of that (Participant 6). 
I think those instances happen probably far too often. And I'd go back to, that's where 
your advocate and your ally is important because when the person at the top is saying, 
“Wait a minute, no she is important, and I expect everybody to treat her as such.” And 
that's a game changer for you (Participant 7).   
 Religion and community were two prevalent coping strategies for these women. Six out 
of the seven participants talked about religion and prayer were a part of their daily lives. It was a 
part of their identity and something they could turn to in times of stress or adversity. Each 
woman had a group of Black people or Black women in college athletics, as well as families and 
peers outside of the industry, that they could call for advice, validation or just to vent. Being 
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surrounded by people who loved them and having the space to be their authentic selves was 
integral to coping with experiencing racial microaggressions in the workplace.   
Research Question 4: From the Perspective of Black Women in Athletics, How Can These 
Racial Microaggressions and Barriers Be Addressed? 
 
Lessons Learned 
Participants offered illuminated lessons learned from their experiences and possible 
solutions for the future of college athletics. Some examples included:  
I think the biggest lesson is it's [racial microaggressions] not going away anytime soon. 
As much as we would like for it to, it's not going away, but there are things that we can 
do to combat it. It's speaking up and like I said, in the instance that it's happening, if that's 
not the best time, get away from it. Talking out it to somebody. Write it out, do what you 
need to do, but then come back and sit down with that individual and address it. Because 
the more we don't, we have to continue to talk about it. And that has to continue to be a 
subject, that we not so much focus on, but that we bring to everyone's attention, to keep it 
on the forefront of their minds with hope that it will change something to them 
(Participant 3). 
So, it’s really time to find out the core of the person who's the aggressor. What are they 
doing and why? Are you just hateful? Are you just a bitter person? Sometimes it can 
because they’re upset that they didn't get the job that you got or, you know what I'm 
saying or something. That they feel that they should deserve that privilege piece is really 
prevalent. I think my one piece that I've learned is to try to get to know the person behind 
who is doing the aggression. And making it person to person instead of the thing [the 
racial microaggression] (Participant 4). 
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I think some more, you need them more engaging. It doesn't have to just be Women 
Leaders, but NACDA and some of these other groups, engaging athletic directors. A lot 
of times people are so scared to talk about race and diversity, but really engaging these 
athletic directors who have all the power, honestly, and presidents too. Like, how are you 
helping your black female staff or whatever, the female staff in general. They all think 
they're doing a great job. If you ask them, “Oh yeah, we're doing it. I got programs, I do 
all these things.” But they're sometimes not, I mean, sometimes they are, but a lot of time, 
most of the time, if you listen to a lot of the women of all races, they're not (Participant 
5). 
For instance, we have, it is the first school that I've ever been at that has it, but a Black 
Student-Athlete Association. And I think it's really awesome and they started that before 
I got here a couple of years ago. And it's a really good place for our Black student-
athletes to feel comfortable, to do whatever it is that they want to do to kind of have 
conversations that they want to have. And our AD has come to their meetings a couple of 
times, and we told them before when he's going to come so that they know, [athletic 
director’s perspective], “I'm coming to listen to you guys to hear any concerns you have, 
any questions, any requests, do you want money to do whatever community service 
product you're trying to do? Tell me what it is that you want and so that I can help you do 
it. And we can just talk about that.” And that’s exactly what you want, someone that's 
going to do that (Participant 6). 
From an internal standpoint, I think it is absolutely critical to make sure your staff and 
your students are aware of microaggressions and become conscious. And so, I know one 
of the things that I'm very adamant about, I don't believe in, in a lot of programming, I'm 
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quality over quantity 24/7, 365. I believe that it is more beneficial to do the deep dive and 
recreate the culture so that it becomes one of inclusiveness, organic inclusiveness, as 
opposed to making people sit through a 60-minute speaker and sign in. And so, you 
know, working with, you know, human resources, working with your campus partners to 
be really intentional about that. Making sure your hiring practices are up to par, being 
actively engaged. I think one of the best things that Black women can do to advocate for 
an inclusive environment that is, that mitigates microaggressions, is to be adamantly and 
actively involved in hiring within your department. Because if you bring the right people 
in, the culture will start to shift and the culture will shift towards the message of the 
leader. So being able to have a conversation and the ear of your athletic director and to be 
a valued voice to your athletic director will help take that message of inclusiveness that 
then kind of filters down and hopefully as it filters down, you’re bringing in the right 
people who will enact that message and live that culture. (Participant 7) 
 Throughout the interviews, the participants talked about the importance of speaking up. 
Directly addressing the perpetrator was a key takeaway in confronting the racial 
microaggressions in the workplace. At an institutional level, participants encouraged valuing the 
voice of Black student-athletes, whether that was creating a specific group for them or 
intentionally placing them in roles on the Student-Athlete Advisory Committee – shifting the 
culture top to bottom through every day action as opposed to broad programming. At a national 
level, a couple of participants talked about addressing these issues in intercollegiate athletics by 
including athletic directors and university presidents in conversations with affiliate organizations 
such as, Women Leaders and College Sports and National Association of Collegiate Directors of 
Athletics. The overall message from the participants was to be intentionally inclusive in every 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 
 
The purpose of this research is to explore the experience of NCAA Division I Black 
female senior-level administrators, the microaggressions they encounter in the work place and 
the coping strategies that are developed to maintain mental, physical and emotional well-being. 
Lack of representation of Black women in senior level roles in Division I athletic 
departments was recognized as a primary example of environmental manifestation racial 
microaggressions. Participants highlighted the cause of this stemming from the lack of 
representation in positions starting on the Student Athlete Advisory Council (SAAC), the 
inability to be promoted because Black women are evaluated more harshly and perceived 
differently in the workplace, and people are more likely to hire people of a similar race 
(Carrington & Troske, 1998; Stoll, Raphael, & Holzer, 2004; Cunningham & Sagas, 2005; 
McCluney & Rabelo, 2019). Similar to college athletics, Black women in corporate America 
often heard from their organizations that it is difficult finding minority candidates for positions 
of power. Black women in America are placed in supportive related functions instead of 
decision-making roles, preventing them from entering the pool for positions of power (Holder et 
al., 2015). It is vital that athletic departments implement consistent and objective performance 
evaluations to prevent bias within the workplace (Pinto, 2009; Holder et al., 2015).  
Since college athletics is a male-dominated field, one woman pointed out that her White 
women counterparts may often assume that they have the same experiences as Black women. 
The participants spoke very little about others assuming they had the same exact experiences as 
other Black people. Comparatively, Holder et al. (2015) found that one of the larger racial 
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microaggression themes that Black women in corporate America experienced was that Black 
people in the workplace were the designated spokespeople for their race. She illustrated that 
White women are then blinded by their notion of solidarity and perpetuate even more racial 
microaggressions in the workplace than White men. White women are able to survive and have a 
more positive experience in the world college sport by depending on their White privilege, Black 
women have no racial privilege as an administrator to support their identity (Walker & Melton, 
2015).  
 Stereotypes of Black women were prevalent in participant’s experience of racial 
microaggressions. Multiple women discussed how they are viewed as aggressive and unable to 
communicate effectively in their positions, tying any emotional response to the “Angry Black 
Woman” stereotype that has been associated with Black women in America for years (McDowell 
and Carter-Francique, 2017). Whereas if their White counterparts gave direction, they are seen as 
an assertive leader. One participant was even told by a White colleague that this perception 
begins when are Black female athletes and are viewed as aggressive and unpredictable. This is 
similar with Black women outside of this industry as well. Their constituents in the workplace 
see them as hostile and emotionally unintelligent, preventing them from further career 
opportunities (Sue et al., 2009; Torres, Driscoll, & Burrow, 2010). Due to this double standard, 
there is a pressure for Black women to not make mistakes. Any misstep will be held against them 
throughout their profession (McCluney & Rabelo, 2019). 
 One of the most prominent stereotypes in this study was assumption of incompetence and 
misrecognition. There were two participants who talked about instances where people within the 
workplace assumed that they were in a lower position because of their race. Black male and 
female Americans are often seen as intellectually inferior in the workplace (Bell, 2004; Hall, 
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Everett, & Hamilton-Mason, 2012). Even colleagues expressed shock that the participants spoke 
proper English and held the senior-level positions they are in – questioning their qualifications 
and decision making. Since companies and organizations used affirmative action practices to 
increase racial hiring and promotion quotas in early years, the initiatives left a negative 
stereotype that women of color are hired and promoted based on their sex and/or race, not based 
on merit and skill (Bell and Nkomo, 2001; Cohen and Sterba 2003). McDowell and Carter-
Francique (2017) echoed these participants in their own study that Black women athletic 
directors across all three NCAA Divisions, working at PWIs, were viewed as beneficiaries of 
special hiring selections. The normalization of whiteness and maleness at these institutions give 
White colleagues a reason to believe that the sole reason Black people are in positions of power 
to fulfill a quota.  
 The participants often experienced offensive comments and rude questions regarding the 
way they wore their hair; most White colleagues even felt okay to touch their hair. These women 
acknowledged that this can hinder self-esteem and create a narrative that Black women have to 
straighten their hair or wear it a certain way to be respected in the work place (Bankhead & 
Johnson, 2014; Dickens et al. 2019). “Indeed, a survey with a national sample of Black and 
White women reported that one in five Black women feel social pressure to straighten their hair 
for work – twice as many as White women” (Dickens et al. 2019; Johnson et al., 2017). 
However, in opposition, these racial microaggressions did not bother most of the participants. 
They observed that the younger generation experience more of the negative impact. In fact, all of 
the participants feel comfortable with themselves and confident in changing hairstyles when they 
want and how they want.  
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 For a few women in the study, the stereotype of the Mammy- Caretaker is a part of their 
role when working in college athletics. They are placed in roles that are the "emotional house 
work at work" which includes, student-athlete and coach relations, responsible for the difficult 
discussions with programs and pressure to figure out solutions in times of high stress. There is a 
history of Black women in self-sacrificing, nurturing and supporting roles  (Holder et al., 2015; 
(Reynolds-Dobbs et al., 2008), often regarded as the backbone of the operation (Holder et al. 
2015; Omolade, 1994). A difference in this study was how this stereotype manifested in the 
participants’ roles. Outside of college athletics, Black women are usually supporting their White 
colleagues with their career issues, whereas these participants are supporting constituents out of 
the office (i.e. student-athletes and coaches). The pressure to not make mistakes in their position 
leads can be attributed to the Superwoman stereotype: the Black woman accepts all tasks, are 
highly competent and demonstrate strong work ethic (Reynolds-Dobbs et al, 2008). Although 
this stereotype can be misconstrued as a positive, the participants highlighted these caretaker 
responsibilities are incredibly emotionally, physically and mentally exhausting and feel that this 
is a large contributor to burn-out of working in college athletics.  
 One of the more unique aspects of this study is that half of the participants gave examples 
of racial microaggressions in external interactions with athletic department donors and fans. 
People in positions of power outside of college athletics rarely have to interact with stakeholders 
and customers who have such deep emotional ties to their company. Research has shown that the 
end goal of a donation is to influence others to improve organization success - having power is 
an important factor in athletic donor motivation (Dover & Lawrence, 2011; Ko et al., 2014; 
Staurowsky et al., 1996). In the participants’ experiences, the combination of donors’ sense of 
power and strong affiliation with universities gave them validation to project their sense of 
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entitlement and privilege on to Black women by assuming they deserve to know athletic 
department decisions and making others feel inferior. 
 Participants shared their actions and emotions in response to racial microaggressions in 
the workplace. Whether it was earlier in their careers or currently, there was an immediate 
feeling of anger and frustration, sadness and hurt. Similar to Black women across corporate 
America, they did not act on these emotions to avoid confirming the “Angry Black Woman” 
stereotype, these emotions build psychologically (Holder et al., 2015; Franklin, 1999). A key 
finding was that seemed consistent throughout the Black women community as a whole is that 
they learned not to take these interactions personally or internalize their reactions, rather expect 
them to happen. It was more important for the participants to challenge the perpetrator and 
question the offensive action, and in often times the perpetrators realize what they said or did 
was wrong.  
An interesting difference in this study compared to previous research, was that the impact 
of racial microaggressions on career was mostly positive for Black women and seen as 
advantages. Holder et al. (2015) discovered that throughout the wide landscape of corporate 
America, Black women were more reluctant to give a direct response, and if they did was more 
passive aggressive to show awareness of racial microaggressions. As the women in this study 
have grown through the business, they do not encounter as many racial microaggressions 
because of the position of power, but when they do or when they witness these instances they use 
education as their number one response. Many of the women took these opportunities to educate 
their co-workers why what they said or did was wrong, to bring them into their office and have 
an open dialogue about whatever topic or issue was brought up. In addition to that, one 
participant highlighted that it was an opportunity to professionally develop. If anyone in the 
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athletic department were to have these encounters, it would be their responsibility to handle that 
situation in the way they see fit. 
For many of these women they have felt a responsibility to advocate and be a leader for 
their athletic department, the student-athletes and the next generation of Black women 
administrators. One woman in particular talked about the need to address her encounters with 
racial microaggressions because she represents all ethnicities of color and as a leader. McDowell 
and Cater-Francique (2017) expanded this theme, finding that Black women in athletics that 
decide to educate are defining and empowering themselves by shaping their own purpose and 
narrative – paving the way for other Black women to achieve. 
Black women’s strength and character were enriched as a result of racial 
microaggressions in workplace. A participant talked about when Black women are discounted 
and expected to not be in positions of power, there is a level of resilience and steadiness that is 
brought out that allows Black women to be incredibly successful in college athletics. Research 
has shown that Black women tend to shift their identity and behave in ways to reduce any 
negative scrutiny (Dickens et al., 2019; McCluney & Rabelo, 2018). On the contrary, this study 
found that they were true to their character and presented their authentic selves that have seemed 
to benefit their leadership skills.  
A few of the participants had consistent reactions with Black women outside of this 
industry and distanced themselves from co-workers and boosters. As an outcome, racial 
microaggressions can create a workplace of “cultural mistrust” and questioning of motive of 
White co-workers (Holder et al. 2015; Terrell & Terrell, 1984; Whaley 2001). Yet there were 
many instances where it enhanced participant’s relationship with colleagues. One woman spoke 
about her ongoing private conversations with an athletic director who was curious about the 
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culture Black women in America. His honesty about the perception of Black women in college 
athletics and her openness to educate on the many different assets of Black women in the 
industry, built trust and respect in their relationships. A few other participants acknowledged that 
they were fortunate enough to have supervisors or athletic directors at their institution that 
vouched for their credibility, created a safe work environment that made Black women feel that 
they could be themselves and leave every spot in their career with valuable advocates and 
mentors in the industry.  
 Religion and spirituality served as an important component of coping mechanisms for 
women in this study. It was a part of their daily routine, provided a source of strength and clarity, 
and functioned as a support network. Research has shown that Black women in America have 
often turn to spirituality, prayer and religion to understand and navigate racist and sexist-related 
stress (Mattis, 2002; Holder et. al 2015). Their faith is a way to provide psychological relief 
when they have experiences that our out of their control (Shorter-Gooden, 2004). The 
participants echoed this power of religion in their own lives.  
 The process of armoring was extremely present for Black women in this study manifested 
through self-confidence. This pride in themselves came with maturity. The majority of these 
women gained self-confidence though academics, leadership, educational skills and their support 
networks. Throughout the interviews, there was an overwhelming theme of being 
unapologetically themselves, and specifically having confidence and pride in their hair. Related 
to these women, Holder et al. (2015) found that Black women are not dependent on external 
validation, have self-reliance instilled in their character and have built a psychological armor that 
prevents mental and emotional distress. One participant highlighted that the acquisition of 
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knowledge and academics was critical to her success because that was undeniable proof of 
intelligence and work ethic. For Black women, “knowledge was viewed as something that could 
not be taken away from you” (Holder et al., p. 176, 2015). 
 Having a community and support network outside and within college athletics was 
incredibly important for the women to cope and respond to negative discrimination. Those 
networks served as a space for venting issues, seeking advice and understanding, and an avenue 
to keep each other accountable. Having quick access to supportive communities allowed women 
in the study to build friendships across the landscape of college sport, allowing Black women to 
feel less isolated (Holder et al., 2015). Additional to validation and encouragement, the 
participants were able to seek advice from multiple groups. They valued gathering perspectives 
from a wide range of leadership, yet each participant had a group of Black women in college 
athletics that shared deep-rooted connections that were not as prevalent in other company 
cultures. 
 Another unique finding in this study was that women in these positions of power felt 
comfortable to set healthy boundaries to engage in their priorities outside of the time-consuming 
world of college sport. Working in an environment where senior-level administrators and athletic 
directors promote setting time for priorities such as, family, religion, therapy, physical exercise, 
getting your hair done and even eating lunch, fostered a more positive work space – a place 
where employees are open to be genuine and create a more caring culture.  
 Shifting was a commonly known coping mechanism among the participants, something 
that the Black community has been acutely aware of for years. Dickens et al. (2019) 
acknowledged that Black women in America have experienced identity shifting as a result of 
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confronting and challenging stereotypes of microaggressions in the workplace. In the workplace, 
Black women will deliberately de-emphasize their racial differences in order to be included and 
build connections with co-workers (Catalyst, 2004; Holder et. al, 2015). Nevertheless, in this 
study, women found that shifting or code-switching language was perceived as skill that is used 
beyond the Black community. Especially in college athletics, administrators have to 
communicate with multiple constituents (i.e. peer administrators, coaches, student-athletes, 
donors, etc.) and having the ability to connect with these multiple groups are seen as an 
advantage. Participants strongly believe that this makes them a better administrator and more 
valuable to the athletic department as a whole.  
 Particular to this research, participants shared enriching lessons learned throughout their 
career. They acknowledge that racial microaggressions and gender discrimination are not going 
away and it’s okay to standup and say something in response. One participant noted that it is 
important for Black women to not assume that their White counterparts already know about the 
impact of racial microaggressions; everyone should take the time to learn how each other’s 
background and experiences has shaped their realities. Coming into a conversation with the 
intention to actively listen and understand from the other, can foster a more inclusive workplace.  
 Specific to intercollegiate athletics, one woman shared in this study that a possible 
solution can come from affiliate organizations such as National Association of Collegiate 
Directors of Athletics (NACDA) or Women Leaders in College Sport, to have more in depth 
mentor programs for minority senior-level administrators, building connections with other 
athletic directors and administrators to include them in the business development areas of college 
athletics. Getting presidents and athletic directors to engage in conversations and acknowledge 
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the gender and racial barriers in this industry would provide professional development for many 
in positions of power. Another participant expressed the vital need of recreating the culture of 
athletic departments. Programming only scratches the surface, whereas making sure your hiring 
practices are up to par and actively engaged can bring in people with the right intentions and help 
alleviate microaggressions. If athletic departments are hiring more inclusively from top to 
bottom then that’s where the message of diversity and inclusion starts to shift towards enacting 
that message and living the culture.   
Black women in the workplace are verbally or nonverbally ignored in the workplace 
(Holder et al., 2015), however participants observed that when colleagues in college athletics 
were being hired because of their race, they weren’t afforded the same mentorship opportunities 
as others. Holder et al. (2015) found that a key phase in most Black women’s experiences was 
questioning whether they experience racial microaggressions. Most of this group of women were 
able to recognize and confront the instances. Opposed to other industries, this study found that 
Black women in athletics are more comfortable in taking the opportunity to educate their White 
counterparts.  
Within the culture of collegiate athletics, there is a culture of servitude, whether that’s 
with student-athletes on campus, coaches, fans and donors. This creates a large distinction 
between this industry and other companies in America. It is of high importance for these Black 
women senior-level administrators to create a more inclusive environment not just for 
themselves, but for generations to come. Enhancing relationships with colleagues as a result of 
education was a significant finding throughout this study. The participants’ undeniable self-
confidence and willingness to communicate with the perpetrators set them apart from Black 
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women in corporate America. Their ability to connect with multiple groups on a personal level 
provides credibility in their work and their positive reactions to racial microaggressions and 
gender discrimination are valuable assets to the uncommon industry of college athletics. 
Limitations and Future Recommendations 
While this study provided unique contributions to the experience of Black women in 
college athletics, there are limitations of the study and applications. Data collected for this study 
was collected during the period of time when the United States was beginning to respond to the 
outbreak of COVID-19. Due to the demands of the response, this limited the number of willing 
and able participants for the interview portion of this study. Participants were selected using 
convenience sampling, limiting the number of participants that were invited to participate in the 
study.  This research was limited because the perspective of Black women senior-level 
administrators were the only ones sought, therefore not generalizable for the entire population of 
Black women senior-level administrators in athletics.  
The participants in the study were all working at predominately white institutions (PWI). 
For future research, it would be interesting to examine experiences of racial microaggressions, 
gender discrimination and coping strategies among Black women at Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCU). To get a wider scope in college athletics, an area to include would be 
interviewing senior-level administrators at Division II and Division DIII institutions. Another 
area of exploration is interviewing Black women early in their career in college athletics and 
examine their perspectives of racial microaggressions and coping strategies. Additionally, many 
female administrators are likely to hide their sexual orientation (Walker & Melton, 2015). 
Another area for future research would be to examine experiences of discrimination with the 
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intersection of sexual orientation, racial and gender identities among women administrators in 
college athletics.  
This research provides a unique contribution to the field by providing insight into the 
nuances of racial microaggressions in college athletics and distinctive ways in which Black 
senior-level administrators respond to these frequent interactions. The participants shared 
examples of environmental racial microaggressions and as well as individual racial slights 
experienced throughout their career. The most prominent impact was to react by educating 
others. This study highlights the need for athletic directors and presidents to foster inclusive 




APPENDIX 1: TABLES AND FIGURES 
 
 




TABLE 1   
Demographic information of participants     
  % n 
Years in College Athletics   
10-15 43% 3 
16-20 29% 2 
21+ 29% 2 
Student-Athlete?  
 
Yes 57% 4 
No 43% 3 
Highest Education Level   
Master's Degree (i.e. MA, MS) 43% 3 
Professional Degree (i.e. JD, PhD, EdD) 57% 4 
*additional Master's Degrees  5 
Job Title   
Athletic Director, Deputy/Executive AD 43% 3 
Senior Associate AD or Senior Woman 
Administrator 57% 4 
Level of NCAA DI Institution  
 
Power 5 29% 2 
Group of 5  43% 3 
Mid-Major 29% 2 
n=7   
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TABLE 2   
Demographic information of participants' athletic departments 
  % n 
Number of Employees   
70-100 29% 2 
100-200 43% 3 
200-300 14% 1 
300+ 14% 1 
% of Ethnic Diversity   
Participant is the only Black individual  0 
1-5% Black 71% 5 
6-15% Black 14% 1 
16-30% Black 14% 1 
n=7     
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TABLE 3 
Racial Microaggressions and their Associated Meaning 
Themes Associated Meaning 
Environmental Manifestations Lack of representation 
Gender discrimination 
Power dynamics 
Perception of Black student-athletes 
External Interactions Donor and fan entitlement 
Stereotypes of Black Women Misrecognition - competence  
Hair 
Aggressive Black woman 
Mammy - emotional caretaker 
Exclusion Excluded from work or social meetings 






Processes and their Associated Meaning 
Themes Associated Meaning 
Reactions to Racial Microaggressions Reflection 
Directly addressing the perpetrator 
Anger and frustration 
Shock 
Feeling hurt 
Consequences & Impact of Racial 
Microaggressions 
Perception of self 
Suppressing and internalizing feelings  
Tuning out  
Impeding work performance & advancement 
Education 
Responsibility to advocate and lead for the next 
generation 
Enhancing strength and character  






TABLE 5  
Coping Strategies and their Associated Meaning 
Themes Associated Meaning 
 Religion and Spirituality Daily routine 
Stay grounded 
Promote understanding and 
forgiveness 
Gain strength and clarity 
Functions as a support network 
Armoring Self-confidence 
Self-Care Physical exercise 
Prioritizing mental health 
Setting Healthy Boundaries 
Shifting Code switching as a positive skill 
Challenge stereotypes of Black 
women 
Community Therapeutic communication 
Source of advice and accountability 
Avoid internalizing negative 
messages 
Champions & Mentorship Resourceful advocates  
n = 7 
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